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A FUNNY THING HAPPENED ONCE I GOT TO THE FORUM
Although use of Accountants Forum is steadily grow­
ing, there is still a considerable number of small 
practitioners who doubt the usefulness of an online 
service. Despite encouragement to sign on, they seem 
reluctant to spend time learning to use the system. 
This is a unfortunate because the benefits of using 
the Forum are often realized immediately.
I use Accountants Forum to obtain advice from 
colleagues on a variety of matters. These include 
opinions on effective technology products and on 
available options for remote access systems, and on 
essential technical and practice management issues. 
My monthly $9.95 CompuServe fee is justified many 
times over by my ability to post a message and 
receive helpful responses to my questions from 
highly qualified individuals.
Prior to using the Forum, I would do what we all 
do—pick up the phone to call four or five friends or 
colleagues in practice to build a consensus on an 
issue. We do this because 1) they are our friends, 2) 
we are asking for free advice, 3) we had previous 
work experience with them, 4) we know their level 
of experience, and 5) it is often the only option 
available to a small practitioner.
Unfortunately, this method inevitably involves 
people who are not particularly well-versed in the 
specific problem area. With luck, we might receive 
one on-point answer. More often, we receive an 
opinion that is no more definite than our own, and 
hang up feeling we have wasted everyone’s time. 
And often more time is spent playing telephone tag 
and engaging in social chatter than in receiving con­
crete information related to the subject in question.
The Forum allows you to focus on issues, obvi­
ously saves time, and is particularly effective when 
trying to concentrate on an important matter. By 
posting a message on the Forum, you can attract 
quality responses from competent people who are 
interested in helping you solve your client or prac­
tice problems.
The Accountants Forum has enlarged the pool of 
knowledge and data which can be accessed at any 
time. An immense amount of information is avail­
able under topic headings such as 
□ Accounting.
□ Audit, compilation and review.
□ CPA firms.
□ CPE.





□ Personal financial planning.
□ Taxes.
□ Universities and colleges.
□ World Wide Web site suggestions.
What’s Inside . . .
□ AICPA board condemns discrimination, p.2.
□ PCPS advocacy activities (Guests comment on TIC 
meeting), p.3.
□ The CPA Value Plan offers small firms comprehen­
sive coverage, p.3.
□ A small firm’s experience with an accounting 
intern, p.4.
□ Your voice in Washington (President signs taxpayer 
bill of rights; President to sign small business tax 
bill), p.5.
□ Upcoming AICPA conferences, p.5.
□ How to use coaching and counseling to improve 
people’s performances, p.6.
□ Goodwill is an important ingredient in client reten­
tion and referrals, p.7.
2
If I have a client or practice management prob­
lem, I can post a message describing the issue, ask 
if someone has a practical solution, and wait for a 
reply. A response is usually received within twenty- 
four hours. Other practitioners have used the 
Forum to ask for advice on valuing art galleries, 
general ledger software packages, set-up costs for a 
business, stock options, and marketing programs. 
The opportunities for advice and information are 
endless.
Recently, a practitioner posted a question regard­
ing accrued bonuses and received eleven responses 
over a period of three days. The first response, a few 
hours later, included code section citations. Not 
many of us can say we receive this kind of timely, 
quality response from our colleagues.
The Forum also offers profession-related news 
flash announcements, the ability to download vari­
ous AICPA reports and documents from the library, 
and supports a chat room for conversations 
between two or several practitioners “online.”
You will need a modem (in addition to your com­
puter) to be able to access Accountants Forum. (At 
a bare minimum, you need a 386 computer with a 
14,400 bps modem. Faster communication can be 
obtained with a 486 or Pentium computer and a 
28,800 bps modem.) Good external modems may be 
obtained for less than $200. If you purchase a new 
computer, it will usually have an internal modem 
already installed.
Our clients are increasingly using modems for E- 
mail and online services because their customers 
and vendors are using these technologies. We prac­
titioners need to keep pace with new and more 
effective communication methods and should pay 
heed to the demands of our clients, or we may find 
that they turn to another CPA who is more techno­
logically advanced.
In summary, the Forum offers three benefits: cost, 
time, and information. For a nominal monthly ser­
vice fee, it provides access to important, useful 
information to help you with day-to-day practice 
issues. I recommend that you try Accountants 
Forum just once. A funny thing may happen along 
the way. I believe you will realize, as I have, that it 
can be one of your chief resources for advice and 
information. □
—by Janet G. Caswell, CPA, P.O. Box 187, Bloom­
field Hills, Michigan 48303-0187, tel. (800) 540-9160, 
FAX (810) 952-0876, E-MAIL 76533.3673@com 
puserve.com
AICPA Board Condemns Discrimination
The AICPA board of directors approved a policy 
statement originally drafted by the women and fam­
ily issues executive committee (WFIEC) that reaf­
firms its disapproval of all forms of discrimination 
and harassment in the workplace. The 500-word 
statement particularly mentions sexual harassment 
and language or actions offensive to any racial, eth­
nic, or religious groups, and lists some remedial 
steps to correct inappropriate behavior.
Karen L. Hooks, who chairs the WFIEC, empha­
sized that while the opinions on behavior standards 
as expressed in the statement were not new to the 
committee, the AICPA, or to many members, the 
committee believed it was important for the board 
of directors to adopt a policy statement condemning 
discrimination.
In the January 1992 Practicing CPA, the private 
companies practice executive committee offered a 
sample policy statement on sexual harassment to 
help CPA firms devise their own policies. The sam­
ple statement included definitions of sexual harass­
ment and suggestions on procedures for employees 
and management. Practitioners can find more ideas 
on establishing a comprehensive policy against sex­
ual harassment in the February 1994 Practicing CPA 
article, “Fifteen Strategies to Avoid Sexual Harass­
ment Lawsuits.”
The board of directors’ policy statement is avail­
able on Accountants Forum and the faxback system. 
Dial (201) 938-3787 from any FAX machine, follow 
the voice cues, and select document no. 131. □
The Practicing CPA (ISSN 0885-6931), September 1996, Volume 20, Number 9. Publication and editorial office: Harborside 
Financial Center, 201 Plaza Three, Jersey City, NJ 07311-3881. Copyright © 1996 American Institute of Certified Public 
Accountants, Inc. Printing and mailing paid by the private companies practice section (PCPS) of the AICPA division for CPA 
firms. Opinions of the authors are their own and do not necessarily reflect policies of the Institute.
Editor: Graham G. Goddard
Editorial Advisors: J. Mason Andres, Texarkana, AR; Jerrell A. Atkinson, Albuquerque, NM; William R. Brown, New York, NY; 
Lucy R. Carter, Goodlettsville, TN; James Castellano, St. Louis, MO; W. Thomas Cooper, Louisville, KY; Dale L. Gettelfinger, 
New Albany, IN; Walter G. Goerss, St. Louis, MO; Robert L. Israeloff, Valley Stream, NY; Wanda Lorenz, Dallas, TX; Lawrence 
R. Lucas, Moscow, ID; Will T. McQueen, Greenville, SC; Bea L. Nahon, Bellevue, WA; Judith H. O’Dell, Wayne, PA; Edward 
F. Rockman, Pittsburgh, PA; Abram J. Serotta, Augusta, GA; Gary S. Shamis, Solon, OH; Ronald W. Stewart, Monroe, LA; 
Jimmy J. Williams, McAlester, OK.
Practicing CPA, September 1996
3
PCPS Advocacy Activities
Guests comment on TIC meeting
The technical issues committee (TIC) of the private 
companies practice section plays a crucial role in 
PCPS advocacy efforts by acting as liaison to the 
Financial Accounting Standards Board; its govern­
mental counterpart, GASB; and the American 
Institute of CPAs standard-setting bodies. TIC mon­
itors the issuance of all professional standards, 
informs local and regional firms of the effects of 
new pronouncements, and advocates their concerns 
with the relevant professional authorities.
TIC meets five times a year to discuss various pro­
fessional issues, and invites local practitioners to 
participate in these sessions. Sixteen guests attend­
ed TIC’s meeting in Seattle on July 23-24, where a 
major agenda item was a discussion of the exposure 
draft of the proposed SAS on fraud. Following are 
some guests’ comments.
Fred Shanafelt, a Bellevue, Washington, CPA, says 
TIC members were well-prepared on the issues and 
had obviously considered the fraud document’s 
impact on local firms. During the meeting, TIC con­
ducted conference calls with a fraud task force 
member and with AICPA staff on regulatory audit 
issues. Mr. Shanafelt thinks this exchange was ben­
eficial and gave him new insight into the standard­
setting process.
Mr. Shanafelt wanted to attend this meeting to see 
firsthand how PCPS advocates for small firms. He 
found TIC to be a hardworking committee that is 
performing a valuable function in helping PCPS 
express local firms’ views. He thinks more practi­
tioners need to be aware of this.
Lloyd Sandquist, a Seattle, Washington, practi­
tioner, says he was favorably impressed with how a 
TIC meeting provides a forum for smaller firms to 
express an opinion on upcoming technical pro­
nouncements. He says that while TIC’s access to the 
standard setters seems to be good, its effectiveness 
depends upon how much weight they give to TIC’s 
input.
Similar sentiments were expressed by Cathy L. 
Sorensen, who practices in Tacoma, Washington. 
Ms. Sorensen, too, was impressed with the commit­
tee members’ knowledge of the issues and the 
amount of work and time they had invested in 
preparing for the meeting.
Ms. Sorensen says TIC has a lot of good sugges­
tions on how to make proposed standards easier to 
implement. She believes that because TIC repre­
sents thousands of local and regional CPA firms 
who, in turn, work with thousands of businesses, its 
views ought to carry considerably more weight than 
they appear to.
Ms. Sorensen wonders whether TIC’s type of 
input might not be more valuable if it were provid­
ed prior to the exposure draft stage. She believes 
that when a sponsoring body has spent considerable 
time developing a proposal and has a vested interest 
in the document, it is difficult to change its mind. If, 
however, the standard setters received input on the 
potential impact their approach might have on local 
firms or their clients while developing the guidance, 
it would make the process much more efficient and 
effective. □
The CPA Value Plan Offers 
Comprehensive Professional Liability 
Coverage for Small Firms
Developed exclusively for firms of up to three pro­
fessionals with annual billings of $300,000 or less, 
the CPA Value Plan, part of the AICPA Professional 
Liability Insurance Program, offers several unique 
features.
First, the application and renewal process is quick 
and easy—a brief initial application to fill out and 
automatic renewal if there are no significant 
changes in the firm. Second, the rating methodolo­
gy reflects the exposure characteristics of small 
firms only, resulting in low rates for qualifying prac­
tices. And third, the CPA Value Plan provides com­
prehensive liability coverage for the wide array of 
services firms offer today.
The CPA Value Plan offers a choice of liability lim­
its, ranging from $100,000 per claim/$250,000 annual 
aggregate to $1,000,000 per claim/$2,000,000 annual 
aggregate, and a choice of $0, $1,000, and $5,000 
aggregate deductibles. Coverage also includes:
□ Claim expenses outside the limits of liability— 
an equal, separate limit is provided to cover legal 
fees, court costs, and other expenses related to 
claims defense without affecting limits available 
for any judgment or settlement.
□ Defendant’s reimbursement coverage—$250 a 
day—up to $5,000 per policy period—for wages 
lost due to required attendance at defense pro­
ceedings, trials, or court hearings.
□ Regulatory inquiry coverage—up to $2,500 per 
policy period for incurred attorneys’ fees and 
costs related to investigation or defense proceed­
ings before a state licensing board or governing 
body.
For more information on the CPA Value Plan, 
call Aon Insurance Services, the AICPA Insurance 
Programs Administrator, tel. (800) 221-3023. 
(Availability is subject to state regulatory 
approval.) □
Practicing CPA, September 1996
4
A Small Firm’s Accounting Internship 
Experience
Accounting internship programs have long been 
recognized as a desirable way to integrate a stu­
dent’s academic knowledge with its practical appli­
cations. The three parties involved—the student, 
the employer, and the educational institution—can 
all benefit from the arrangement.
Last year, we decided to participate in the intern­
ship program of a local college from which five of the 
seven professionals in our firm (including me) had 
graduated. Our experience shows that a small firm 
can offer a student actual hands-on work experience 
and provide the close supervision required. We can 
also attest that the benefits of participating in an 
internship program far outweigh any disadvantages.
One of the program’s requirements is that interns 
work a fixed schedule with a minimum and a maxi­
mum number of hours permitted each week. The 
intern assigned to us proved to be a responsible per­
son who was willing to work as required.
The internship program counts as a college course 
with three credits awarded to participating stu­
dents. They can participate for one semester or two. 
Because it is a course, firms can choose whether or 
not to pay the interns. We believed it was important 
to pay, not that $5 an hour would make anyone rich, 
but it would be helpful to a student.
In addition, both the intern and the CPA firm can 
choose whether to continue with each other for the 
second semester. Our intern decided to stay with us, 
and we opted to retain her. By the end of the first 
semester, she had absorbed some good training, 
was showing progress, and was reliable.
We went over work schedules a week in advance. 
It was important to know when she would be in the 
office so the designated supervisor could be avail­
able and she would not be left floundering and won­
dering what to do.
Simultaneously with deciding to participate in the 
program, we had purchased the Accountants Trial 
Balance for Windows software package and thought 
that entering the trial balances from our old system 
might be a suitable function for the intern. This 
proved to be the case.
Our intern did do some filing in the library, but the 
bright spot probably came at the height of tax season 
when we assigned her some tax return preparation. 
We taught her our personal tax software and she was 
able to do some of the easier returns. These were 
immediately reviewed, and she received feedback. She 
also participated in staff meetings to gain an under­
standing of the pressure on CPAs and firms during tax 
season, and even put in a few more hours at one point, 
so we could deliver some of the easier returns.
Comparing costs with benefits
Considerable time and energy need to go into super­
vision, scheduling, work status, and generally making 
sure the intern has something worthwhile to do. This 
is especially noticeable during the first semester in 
the fall. We invested quite a bit of training and super­
vising time in our intern, but, generally speaking, this 
was offset by our being able to bill out much of the 
work she performed at regular junior rates.
I think our firm benefited from the internship 
program, and we will participate again. We are a 
firm of seven professionals and don’t hire that many 
junior accountants. The program will give us an 
opportunity to look someone over. We actually con­
sidered making this intern an offer. As it turned out, 
however, she was not from this part of New York 
and wanted to work nearer to her home.
Twice a year, the interns are required to make a 
presentation to other students in the program about 
their experiences. I think the experience was a pos­
itive one for our intern.
As a small firm, we had been a little concerned as to 
whether we could utilize an intern the way the pro­
gram intended and if we could properly supervise the 
individual. As it turned out, our intern’s supervisor 
was a senior accountant who had the necessary 
knowledge, yet was not too old that he did not under­
stand some of the pressures on her. And having 
received a real taste of the profession, as opposed to 
just photocopying and filing tasks, she was able to 
make a favorable presentation. This should help us 
the next time interns are assigned to firms.
We were also required to report to the college for­
mally twice a semester. This took the form of a writ­
ten narrative evaluation of certain key components 
—such as whether the individual reported to work 
on time, worked the hours assigned, and how well 
the individual performed the duties.
We made an effort to be objective, as this affected 
her grades, and tried to word the report so it truly 
reflected her work and progress with us. The stan­
dard we used was for a senior in college, rather than 
for someone who had already graduated.
The experience should benefit her too when look­
ing for employment. It really helps to have had 
some practical experience—to have worked on a 
general ledger or a tax return, and to have had your 
work professionally reviewed—and to have some 
idea of what you are getting into. Our intern gained 
more than that. She now has somebody in the pro­
fession who can provide a good recommendation to 
her first employer. □
—by Gregory H. Lurie, CPA, Lurie & Co., CPAs, PC, 
292 Washington Avenue Ext., Albany, New York 
12203-5346, tel. (518) 456-4094, FAX (518) 456-0529
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Your Voice in Washington
President signs taxpayer bill of rights
H.R. 2337 became law on July 30 when President 
Clinton signed the bill known as the Taxpayer Bill of 
Rights 2. The bill, which passed both bodies of 
Congress unanimously, includes a variety of provi­
sions designed to protect taxpayers in their dealings 
with the Internal Revenue Service.
Provisions of particular interest include:
□ Extending the interest-free period for a delin­
quent tax payment of less than $100,000 from ten 
to twenty-one days.
□ Repealing full payment of tax liability as a pre­
condition to switching from married filing sepa­
rately status to married filing jointly status.
□ Requiring the IRS, on written request, to inform 
either spouse whether attempts are being made to 
collect taxes from the other individual.
□ Putting private, non-postal delivery services on a 
parity with the U.S. Postal Service by permitting 
taxpayers to rely on the postmark of courier com­
panies for delivery of tax-related documents.
□ Increasing from $100,000 to $1 million the amount 
of damages recoverable by a taxpayer who has been 
the victim of “reckless” IRS collection action.
□ Replacing the taxpayer ombudsman with a tax­
payer advocate who will be appointed by and 
report directly to the IRS Commissioner and 
assist taxpayers in resolving problems.
The AICPA has long supported and actively 
worked for passage of taxpayer bill of rights legisla­
tion.
President to sign small business tax bill
President Clinton’s anticipated signature on 
the Small Business Job Protection Act of 1996 
(H.R. 3448) will give tax breaks to small busi­
nesses, individuals, and corporations, as well 
as increase the minimum wage from $4.25 to 
$4.75 on October 1, 1996, and to $5.15 on 
September 1, 1997. The AICPA supported and 
worked to have included the measure’s pension 
simplification provisions and the provision to 
increase the expensing allowance for small 
business. The AICPA also collaborated with the 
American Bar Association in a leadership role 
to have included the bill’s S corporation 
reform provisions.
H.R. 3448 also includes a $5,000 adoption tax 
credit and a $2,000 IRA for spouses who do not 
work, and extends employer-provided educational 
assistance for periods after December 31, 1994 
through May 31, 1997. For periods after June 30, 
1996, the exclusion would not apply to graduate­
level education. □
Conference Calendar
National Auto Dealership Conference
October 21-22—The Pointe Hilton at South 
Mountain, Phoenix, AZ
Recommended CPE credit: 16 hours
National Governmental Training Program
October 21-23—Sheraton Music City, 
Nashville, TN 
Recommended CPE credit: 24 hours
Tax Planning with Retirement Assets 
October 30—JW Marriott, Washington, DC 
Recommended CPE credit: 8 hours
National Federal Tax Conference
October 31-November 1—JW Marriott, 
Washington, DC
Recommended CPE credit: 16 hours
Credit Unions Conference
November 6-8—Hotel Del Coronado, San 
Diego, CA
Recommended CPE credit: 16 hours
National Conference on Banks & Savings 
Institutions
November 7-8 (Nov.9 optional workshop 
session)—Grand Hyatt, Washington, DC 
Recommended CPE credit: up to 24 hours
Annual Conference on the Securities Industry 
November 12-13—Vista Hotel, New York, NY 
Recommended CPE credit: 14 hours
National Business Valuation Conference 
November 17-19—The Pointe Hilton Resort 
at Tapatio Cliffs, Phoenix, AZ 
Recommended CPE credit: 16 hours
Fall Tax Division Meeting
December 4-6—Walt Disney Swan, Orlando, FL
Recommended CPE credit: 8 hours
National Construction Conference
December 5-7—MGM Grand, Las Vegas, NV
Recommended CPE credit: 19 hours
National Fraud Conference
December 4-6—The Mirage, Las Vegas, NV
Recommended CPE credit: 19 hours
Conference on Current SEC Developments 
December 10-11—Grand Hyatt, Washington, DC 
Recommended CPE credit: 17 hours
To register or for more information, contact 
AICPA Conference Registration, tel. (800) 
862-4272.
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Building Staff Through Coaching 
and Counseling
When a partner or staff member fails to meet per­
formance expectations, the managing partner (or 
perhaps the firm administrator) has responsibility 
for addressing the problem. A meeting is held with 
the individual to discuss the issue, and, with luck, 
agreement can be reached as to needed changes. If 
performance doesn't improve, more meetings are 
held and frustration builds, until eventually, the 
individual is forced from the firm.
While termination is one way to resolve the prob­
lem of poor performance, it certainly isn’t the 
cheapest. Add in all the costs related to finding a 
replacement—advertising, screening resumes, inter­
viewing, testing, and reference checking; plus the 
costs related to orientation and training; and time 
spent getting to know clients and firm workpaper 
procedures—and the effect of turnover on firm prof­
itability becomes clear.
Coaching and counseling may represent viable 
alternatives to the costly cycle of conflict, stalemate, 
and termination. Following are some ideas on when 
and how to use these techniques.
Coaching
Coaching may be appropriate when management 
notices a decrease in someone’s productivity or 
work quality, or when someone seems disorganized 
and misses due dates. The reason may be insuffi­
cient knowledge or inadequate skills in a new area 
of responsibility. When a staff member is promoted 
or takes on new duties, assign someone who has 
experience in that area to tutor the individual so 
that he or she has the best possible chance of 
achieving goals and objectives.
It is beneficial to assign one person to provide 
coaching support to all new staff during the first 
ninety days of employment. This person should be 
available to interpret policies, explain procedures, 
establish and monitor performance standards, 
assist in setting priorities, and generally help new 
employees become assimilated.
People who act as coaches should also be involved 
in the firm's performance review programs. They 
should participate in reviewing past performance, 
identifying new career goals, and in providing role 
models to facilitate staff members’ professional 
growth.
Counseling
Counseling may be appropriate when someone 
shows little or no initiative, or seems withdrawn or 
disinterested. The reason may be a personal prob­
lem, such as the individual’s coping with a divorce, 
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illness in the family, or substance abuse. Such prob­
lems can adversely affect people’s job performance, 
and appropriate counseling may help them deal 
with the situation and, ultimately, improve their 
productivity.
Counseling can provide management with oppor­
tunities to delegate, enhance motivation, foster 
teamwork, and improve the firm’s overall produc­
tivity. The technique provides support when the 
firm is at risk of losing talented professionals who 
may be victim to personal or job-related stress.
Whether you are using coaching or counseling 
methods to help a partner or staff member through 
a difficult period, you might want to keep in mind 
that if perception represents reality for this person, 
you will need to factor those feelings into the equa­
tion when trying to resolve issues. You will also 
need to make sure that details of discussions 
between management and staff remain confidential. 
Leakage of any information could set the stage for 
mistrust and apprehension during subsequent ses­
sions.
Use open-ended questions to reveal the facts of 
the situation and facilitate discussions that encour­
age others to come up with solutions. Avoid impos­
ing your ideas on others. Rely on joint decision­
making when necessary to develop a plan for 
improvement.
One of the most important aspects of coaching 
and counseling is to encourage others to continue 
improving. Support is even more essential when 
someone is in a stressful situation.
How to deal with attitude or performance 
problems
As previously mentioned, lack of knowledge or the 
expertise necessary to accomplish a task might 
cause people to fail to meet expectations. This can 
often be remedied through guidance, instruction, 
and feedback.
Sometimes, another person or a firm policy or 
procedure presents the individual with an obstacle 
to accomplishing the task to the required standard. 
Occasionally, someone may not want to accomplish 
the assigned task. He or she may believe the firm 
has failed to recognize prior good performance, is 
unhappy with certain aspects of the assignment, or, 
perhaps, just feels burned out. In these circum­
stances, you should meet with the individual to 
uncover obstacles and reasons for resistance, and 
jointly develop recommendations for improving 
that person’s performance.
To increase a person’s confidence and motivation 
when dealing with attitude or performance prob­
lems, feedback should be in the form of a discussion 
in which you offer advice as to what is desired, iden­
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tify the results sought, and explain the rewards that 
accompany achievement of goals. Avoid discussing 
hearsay or gossip that cannot be backed up with 
facts or personal observations. Head off defensive­
ness during discussions by avoiding prejudgment of 
the individual’s reasons and motives. Instead, 
remain open-minded about the basis for the sub­
standard behavior, and take time to solicit com­
ments and suggestions before offering your own.
How to prepare for coaching and counseling 
sessions
Invest time in preparing adequately for coaching 
and counseling sessions. Spontaneous and unstruc­
tured sessions often leave individuals more frustrat­
ed and angry than they were before the discussion 
began. You might find the following steps help in 
your preparation.
Clarify reasons for the meeting and define 
goals. Clarify the reasons why the firm believes 
there is a problem. Determine the objectives of each 
coaching or counseling session and what manage­
ment hopes to achieve.
Provide notice of time/date/location. Allow the 
individual involved an opportunity to prepare for 
the meeting by providing notification of the session 
sufficiently in advance.
Allocate a minimum of thirty minutes for dis­
cussions. Let the other person know what time you 
expect to begin and end the meeting so that you 
avoid endless discussions without a deadline for 
reaching an agreement.
Eliminate distractions. Select a location which 
is considered “neutral territory” by both parties and 
make sure the session won’t be interrupted by tele­
phone calls or other distractions.
Remove physical barriers. Arrange seating so 
that a desk or conference table does not physically 
separate you from the other person and psychologi­
cally block candid communication.
Write out key points. Make notes regarding the 
issues you want to cover during the meeting and 
how you intend to engage the other person in joint­
ly finding a solution to the problem.
Document the discussion. Record key discus­
sion points and suggestions made during the meet­
ing. Summarize these points before both parties 
determine and agree on the best course of action to 
pursue.
During coaching and counseling sessions, make 
an effort to put the person at ease so that candid 
conversation can take place. Explain what you hope 
to accomplish together, at the beginning of the ses­
sion, and describe the problem and the impact it is 
having. Try to listen without passing judgment so 
that you do indeed uncover the facts needed to 
resolve the issue, then, as stated before, jointly 
reach agreement on the appropriate action both 
parties must take to resolve the issue. At the end, 
summarize the agreements and make sure to sched­
ule a follow-up meeting to ensure progress is being 
made.
Reinforcement
People need encouragement to continue improving 
performance. Reinforcement might be in the form 
of financial incentives, giving the person more con­
trol over work assignments and time, the opportu­
nity to work on special projects, or offering greater 
client or prospect visibility—whatever best moti­
vates that individual.
If coaching or counseling fail to create a change in 
someone’s attitude or performance, management 
must take some form of action to resolve the issue, 
or else risk its having a detrimental effect on the 
morale and productivity of others in the firm.
This may require restructuring the job to reduce or 
eliminate stress or conflict, transferring the person to 
another position that does not require the same level 
of knowledge or skill, or taking disciplinary action 
such as demotion or even termination. With patience, 
skill, and development of an effective plan to deal with 
personal problems, coaching and counseling repre­
sent viable alternatives to disciplinary measures, as 
well as a way to improve the return on the firm’s 
investment in its human resource assets. □
—by Jayne E. Osborne, Administrative Strategies, 
73 Hillside Avenue, Nutley, New Jersey 07110, tel. 
(201) 667-2602
Client Goodwill: An Important 
Retention Ingredient
Our firm does not lose many clients. In fact, clients 
who responded to a recent survey said they are very 
satisfied with the services we provide and the prices 
we charge. They believe our fees are “fair.”
Of course, asking clients if they think we are 
charging too much is similar in one way to someone 
asking if you’d like a raise or want more vacation 
time; the answer is obvious. Nevertheless, we 
received few complaints about the fees charged for 
the services performed.
While on the subject of fees for service, I find 
most clients do not mind paying a fee for good 
advice. They want to deal with a professional they 
like and trust and in whom they have confidence. In 
addition, they find the experience more pleasing if 
they do not have to fear that time clock silently 
translating minutes into billable dollars. →
Practicing CPA, September 1996
Practicing CPA, September 1996
In CPA firms today, there is tremendous pressure on 
partners to bill and to make sure that their staffs bill as 
much time as possible. Practitioners purchase the most 
advanced recordkeeping software available in order to 
detail and bill all time spent on a client’s work.
“Goodwill” is defined in the American Heritage 
Dictionary as 1) “an attitude of kindness or friendli­
ness, 2) cheerful acquiescence or willingness, 3) a 
good relationship, as of a business with its cus­
tomers or a nation with other nations.”
I believe the reason our clients said we treat them 
fairly is because of the nonchargeable category on 
our billing code sheet called “client goodwill." From 
a practical standpoint, I believe this goodwill 
derives from our not “nickel and diming” clients— 
for example, not charging them for a five-minute 
phone call asking us a question, or for a two-minute 
drop-in conference asking for some advice, or for 
100 percent of the time we spend researching a mat­
ter we have not come across in a while. Do you 
charge clients for every minute you spend on them, 
no matter how much their bill will be?
Many of us bill individual tax returns based on a min­
imum fee schedule, with fees indicated by the schedule. 
We have certain clients who are so well organized that 
the preparation time is a fraction of the actual billing 
based on the schedule rates. We give these clients a dis­
count, and they appreciate it. In other words, we treat 
clients as we would like to be treated.
Don’t confuse “fairness” with “fear to bill,” however. 
When time estimated will be costly, we inform clients 
in advance. One of the ways to create goodwill is to not 
surprise clients. Good communication to ensure 
clients’ understanding of the task at hand is vital.
Clients sense the pros and cons of this treatment. 
A good working relationship is paramount to client 
retention. A good relationship will also result in 
referrals from current clients. We can advertise 
until the cow jumps over the moon, but the fact 
remains, most of our new clients will come from 
present client referrals. A happy client means more 
business. Need I say more? □
—by Lawrence Sanders, CPA, Davis, Yecny & McCul­
loch, P.C., P.O. Box 738, Florence, Oregon 97439-0029, 
tel. (541) 997-3434, FAX (541) 997-3435
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